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Representatives of Central America and Mexico met July 17 in San Salvador and signed agreements
intended to wrap up the Mexico-Central America program for 1999-2000. The regional economic
integration program concentrates on issues involving education, health, agriculture and livestock,
tourism, and natural disasters. Besides the economic agenda, the leaders discussed a wide range
of regional and global political issues. The Tuxtla Group comprises Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, and Mexico.
At the group's first summit in 1991 in Tuxtla Gutierrez, Mexico, the leaders agreed to work toward
signing a regional free-trade pact by 1996 and meanwhile to press forward with bilateral trade
agreements that would eventually be folded into a greater Mesoamerican free-trade zone. Only
limited progress was made, however, before the second meeting in San Jose, Costa Rica, in 1996. At
that meeting, the target date for completing a free-trade pact was pushed back to 2000, while a host
of other issues filled the agenda (see SourceMex, 01/16/96 and 03/06/96).
Since 1996, only Costa Rica and Nicaragua have signed bilateral agreements with Mexico. The Costa
Rica-Mexico accord went into effect in early 1995, just after the December 1994 peso devaluation
in Mexico. Nicaragua and Mexico signed a trade pact in 1995 that went into effect in July 1998.
Negotiations between Mexico and the Northern Triangle countries (El Salvador, Guatemala, and
Honduras) and another between Mexico and Panama are under negotiation (see SourceMex,
11/30/94, NotiCen, 03/13/97 and 03/19/98).
Meanwhile, Mexico continues to grant the Northern Triangle countries trade preferences initiated
in the 1980s. Under a Partial Trade Protocol (Acuerdo de Alcance Parcial, AAP) 3,000 items from El
Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras enjoy favorable treatment on entering the Mexican market
(see NotiCen, 09/26/96 and 11/14/96). Under the AAP, the value of Northern Triangle exports to
Mexico has increased by 37% since 1993. During the San Salvador summit, the group signed dozens
of agreements worked out in May by diplomats from the member nations on political, economic,
financial, and bilateral trade-cooperation issues.
The declaration summarizing the agreements made at Tuxtla III included: * increased cooperation
on trade, investment, and sustainable development; * environmental protection; * a commitment to
end poverty; * support for a project to build a gas pipeline between Mexico and Central America;
* support for the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA); * increased regional cooperation on
technical, scientific, and educational matters; * establishment of ministerial-level discussions on
sectoral issues before the next summit in 2000; * increased cooperation in the fight against drugs,
with assistance from the Commission of Central American Security to design an anti-drug strategy; *
simplification of migratory-control procedures, with Mexico promising to make it easier for Central
Americans to enter Mexico; and * regional cooperation in health, education, the environment,
farming and livestock, and response to natural disasters.
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Tuxtla Group promises common positions on international issues
Current political issues appeared prominently in the statement. The members affirmed their intent
to preserve national sovereignty and oppose foreign intervention. This was aimed particularly at
the Helms-Burton Act of 1996, which strengthened the US embargo against Cuba, State Department
certification of countries meeting US standards of anti-drug actions, and "covert operations," such
as the US anti-narcotics Operation Casablanca that resulted in the arrest of Mexican bankers (see
SourceMex, 06/17/98).
The group also agreed on the need to reform the United Nations by "enlarging the Security Council,
based on geographic equity and on the consensus of regional groups and the existing subregional
mechanisms." "The Tuxtla Mechanism is the ideal political implement for our countries to carry
out consultations and agreements on positions covering matters of common interest to establish
common positions before multilateral organizations," said the text.

Costa Rican president rejects regional political agreements
One reason for the slow progress toward regional arrangements and the lack of concrete action at
the summit is the fear in some isthmian countries that Mexico's much larger economy will have
a greater competitive advantage under free trade. In addition, some Central American countries,
especially Costa Rica, El Salvador, and Panama, have sometimes moved at their own pace on trade
issue in recent years.
Before the Tuxtla III summit, Costa Rican President Miguel Angel Rodriguez said, "We have not
finished; we have not been able to establish the fundamentals of the free trade agreement." For
Costa Rican Foreign Minister Roberto Rojas, the main Costa Rican concern at the summit regarding
trade was to push the Northern Triangle countries to sign their accord with Mexico and establish
dates to put a final free-trade pact in place. Goods produced in Costa Rica might then benefit from
access to the Mexican market through the Northern Triangle countries. Costa Rica is especially
reluctant to commit to political integration.
While former president Jose Maria Figueres (1994-1998) talked more freely of integration, President
Rodriguez has set preconditions for regional integration. He wants to see more progress on regional
demilitarization first. Soon after his election, Rodriguez said Costa Rica would not participate in
the Central American Parliament and that it was too early to think of regional political integration.
In a July 9 speech, Rodriguez said he understood the importance of regional trade agreements, but
stressed the need to allow each country to set its own pace toward integration to not restrict progress
to the speed of the slowest country. He has denied suggestions by other Central American leaders
that Costa Rica has become isolationist under his leadership.
In March, the Honduran newspaper La Tribuna, owned by President Carlos Flores, said Rodriguez
was "a radical anti-integrationist," with views opposite to those of Figueres. Costa Rican Foreign
Minister Rojas said the current official line on regional integration is not different from that of
Figueres, but "there is a little less rhetoric and a little more realism." [Sources: Xinhua, 05/17/98,
07/10/98; Novedades (Mexico), 07/17/98; La Nacion (Costa Rica), 07/13/98, 07/16/98, 07/18/98;
Notimex, 05/22/98, 06/15/98, 07/06/98, 07/07/98, 07/17/98, 07/19/98; Reuters, 07/19/98]
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